have a very different focus and tone: nonetheless, the Sharratt books constantly return to and rework characters, themes, and material introduced in the OUP novels.
In this chapter, I will first summarize the OUP novels, on the basis that they will be unfamiliar to most readers, and then compare them to the Sharratt books, arguing that Wilson's hard-to-classify but wildly popular Sharratt books rework themes and motifs from the adolescent problem novel in the mode of romance. The appeal of the Sharratt books, I will conclude, lies not in their realism, but in their creation of a self-contained and satisfying alternative reality.
Nobody's Perfect (1982)
Wilson's first novel for young adults tells the story of fifteen-year-old Sandra, who lives with her respectable mother, her irritable step-father, and her outgoing and cheerful half-sister. In the course of the book, Sandra forms a friendship with a clever but geeky younger boy, Michael, and tracks down her real father, who lives nearby with his new family and is not interested in getting to know her. Sandra's real-life experience is contrasted to a romanticized story she writes for a magazine competition about a girl named Rosamund finding her father. The novel thus reflects metatextually on the competing modes of realism and romance within teenage literature, positioning itself squarely on the side of realism: at the end, Sandra's story is published but, she says, ' highly articulate boy who both charms and irritates Sandra, is the prototype of a character who we will see again as a friend or boyfriend to the protagonist in Owly/Oliver (1999).
Waiting for the Sky to Fall (1983)
Wilson's second OUP novel tells the story of one summer in the life of fifteenyear-old, lower-middle-class Katherine as she awaits her O-Level results. Her anxiety over her results is the focus for the novel's emotional dynamic, while the narrative follows her secret romance with a working-class boy, Richard; her attempt to pull away from her younger sister, Nicola, and the imaginary games they used to share; and her conflict with her parents. Again, this novel introduces some character types who went on to populate later books:
Katherine's domineering shopkeeper father and her fat, downtrodden mother.
This couple reappears in a very different narrative context in Love Lessons
(2005); the bullying father appears with a different wife in Deep Blue (1993) and Cookie (2008).
The Other Side (1984)
The Other Side's protagonist, twelve-year-old Ali, comes home from school to Under the pressure of the new family and school environment, as well as her continuing grief over the recent death of her beloved Nan, Ali begins lucid dreaming/ hallucinating that she can fly at night. At the end of the book, she sleepwalks out of her window and has to be rescued by her father; this physical rescue seems to pull her psychologically back into reality, and the novel ends with an ambivalent encounter between Ali and her mother, still hospitalized for an unnamed mental illness.
The Other Side is a clear forerunner of The Illustrated Mum, as is
Wilson's next novel, Amber.
Amber (1986)
Amber has been raised on communes by her hippy mother, Jay. Like Star in
The Illustrated Mum, she resents her mother, blaming her for her lack of education and failure to fit in, and strives to dress and 'act ordinary at school'.
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Amber opens and closes with encounters between Amber and Jay, suggesting that the emotional heart of the narrative is their mother-daughter relationship.
However, the story in the foreground of the novel is that Amber has taken to her bed in a state of emotional overwhelm (as Ali tries to do in The Other Side). In Nobody's Perfect, Sandra's magazine story starts out as a romance:
'My fifteen-year-old heroine… was going to run away from her coarse, cruel stepfather and indifferent mother. She would roam London, living in assorted squalid squats, then fall in love with a drug addict, a lean, dark-eyed, wildhaired poet, and they would have a passionate affair before his tragic death from an overdose'. 22 As she writes and rewrites the story, the plot about the 'enormous strawberries… soft downy peaches and smooth purple plums', which 'we ate in awe. We had fruit at home sometimes but it was only ever apples, and perhaps little oranges at Christmas'. The remarkable consistency and coherence across the OUP and the Sharratt novels is reflected in and operated through the books' style. Wilson's vocabulary is highly distinctive. Throughout her work, she has a fondness for certain unusual, old-fashioned adjectives and verbs and certain archaic usages, including 'wondrous', 'fingered', 'peeped', 'fashioned' (meaning 'made/created'), 'fancied' (meaning 'imagined', rather than 'was sexually attracted to'), and the conjunction 'and yet'. These striking words are not used to position particular characters or types as old-fashioned or upper-class: they are used both in the narrative voice and in dialogue, by characters of different ages, sexes, and classes, across both the OUP books and the Sharratt novels. Wilson's idiosyncratic but coherent style, and especially the language spoken by her characters, thus serves not to mark her works as realistic reflections of an extratextual world but, on the contrary, to create a stable and internally consistent textual world. It is here that both the continuity and the difference between the OUP novels and the Sharratt books ultimately lie.
Conclusion: From Realism to Romance
In the OUP books, Wilson discovered her material, which is that of the adolescent problem novel: working-class characters, absent, violent, and/or domineering fathers, inadequate mothers, blended families, half-and stepsiblings, foster care, illness in the family, difficult friendships, peer pressure, bullying. The adolescent problem novel is very strongly associated with realism as a genre or mode, and Wilson begins her work for OUP, as noted above, with a metatextual commitment to realism over romance. The Sharratt books, however, are problem novels in the mode of romance. They employ the iconography and the subject matter of the problem novel, but their optimistic narratives are structured around emotional states and interpersonal relationships, rather than around social systems and moral dilemmas, like the OUP novels. In the Sharratt books, the world Wilson created in the OUP novels is freed from the constraints of realism to become an alternative reality, which its readers can inhabit and enjoy on its own terms and for its own pleasures.
This is a striking intervention into the conventions of the adolescent problem novel, which has traditionally legitimated itself by its reference to a 
